The principles of Traditional Mongolian Medicine (TMM) and a short history of 
However, pulse reading is the main traditional diagnostic tool, because the physician checks the type of the disease (hot or cold) and the conditions of the internal organs in this way. He must be well experienced in recognising the healthy pulse in order to differentiate it from the pulse which indicates a specific disease [5] .
Consequently, the traditionally diagnosed disorders do not easily match diseases as diagnosed by Western medicine. However, some symptoms listed in the traditional texts relate to Western disease syndromes.
The therapy of disease, according to traditional medicine, focuses first on changes in the patient's diet and behaviour in daily life. Other therapeutic measures are medication, massages, blood-letting, steam baths, drinking of mineral water, acupuncture and moxibustion. Moxibustion refers to a specific treatment. A cone made up of a powdered plant is stuck to a specific point of the body. Then, the cone is lightened to burn down slowly warming up the respective part of the body. The medical preparations used to cure the disorders are complex mixtures of a varying number of ingredients, mainly plants, but they contain also minerals and animal drugs such as musk or sheep's liver. In general, one ingredient of a medicine is always specified as the leading one while the remaining ones support the main ingredient in its efficacy. A specific nature (cooling, warming and neutral) and particular qualities and secondary qualities which influence the three life-sustaining principles in the body are assigned to each ingredient (Table 1 ). In general, hot diseases are treated with medicines having mainly a cooling nature, while cold diseases require a treatment with medicines of a warming nature.
The efficacy of a medicinal product greatly depends on the proper blending of the ingredients according to their inherent qualities in order to achieve a stimulation of the healing process. A hot disease requires another blending of the ingredient's qualities than a cold disease. Therefore, it is very important that the qualities and secondary qualities of the ingredients are well-balanced, because otherwise the medicine may exert an adverse effect on the patient instead of a favourable one.
In the past the traditional physician collected the necessary plants, minerals and animal products for his medication on his own in his living area and bought [17, 18, 19, 20] .
The medical application of specific plants for long periods, e.g. in traditional medicines, suggests the presence of biologically active substances in those plant species. Therefore, the main aspect of the study focussed on the finding of the plants' bioactive compounds by means of bio-assay-guided fractionation. The plants of our study belong to plant families which are well-known sources for medicinal plants, but the selected Mongolian species are, in general, scarcely investigated and only few studies exist about their efficacy. For example, the aqueous extracts of Gentiana barbata [21] and G. decumbens L.f. [22] showed a free radical scavenging action, and, in another study, an immunomodulant activity was found for gentiabavaroside, a secondary metabolite of Gentiana barbata [23] . Sesquiterpenes with neoplasm-inhibiting and bactericidal acitivity were found in Saussurea amara extracts [24, 25] .
The first biological screenings focussed on plants with potential bile-flowstimulating effects, which might be useful in treating impairments in the hepatobiliary system. A variety of digestive problems including discomfort in the stomach, bloating, lack of appetite, nausea and mild diarrhoea or constipation may be improved by the intake of choleretic compounds which effectively stimulate bile secretion. Plant extracts and pure substances were tested for their potential to stimulate bile secretion (choleresis) in the isolated rat liver perfusion system. The results of those screenings showed that extracts of Lilium pumilum DC and Saussurea amara enhanced the bile secretion [26] . The sesquiterpene cynaropicrin and the flavonoid apigenin-7-O-glucoside could be detected as the bile secretion stimulating compounds of Saussurea amara extracts [27] .
Other investigations focussed on toxicological properties of the plants to study.
The aqueous extracts of Dianthus versicolor, Gentiana barbata, Lilium pumilum and
Myricaria longifolia were examined for their biological effects on primary rat hepatocytes. Only Myricaria longifolia extracts exerted a pronounced cytotoxic effect inducing necrosis [28] . The presence of cytotoxic compounds in Myricaria longifolia might explain the inhibiting effect of Myricaria extracts on the bile flow in the isolated rat liver perfusion system. None of the tested extracts showed a genotoxic effect [28] .
Our studies of traditionally used Mongolian plants have not been finished yet, but the phytochemical investigations and the results of the bioassays having been achieved to date seem to provide a rational approach for their traditional use.
